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Abstract 
As a new concept, the definition of human security has been widely contested. It relates to the issues of human security ‘for 
whom’, ‘from what’ and by ‘what means’. Dealing with the first issue, scholars generally agree that the focus of it is protecting 
the individual rather than the state’s security. But, dealing with two other central issues, scholars seem to hardly agree upon. This 
paper deals more with the third question focusing on pesantren (a traditional Islamic boarding school) that largely exists in 
Indonesia. One of the reasons is, as having religious-based local wisdoms, the pesantren has long time concerned with human 
security without necessarily trapped by either ‘for whom’ and ‘from what’ debates. The second reason refers to its social mission 
of securing people which seems to be valuable in balancing the continuing hegemonic discourse of putting the state as the 
ultimate reference of security. The last is related to the contemporary challenge for human security. As Acharya indicates, 
currently, securitization of religion is politically sensitive due to the fact that it closely related to or even being the basis of the 
new global politics identity. In this sense, I argue that the role of religious-based institution, particularly the pesantren, should not 
necessarily be seen as something incompatible with human security. Having its good practices, it may even suggest a new 
perspective of understanding human security by making use of religious-based local wisdom concept. This research used 
qualitative methodology supported by ethnography approach. Though some data from secondary sources were present, most 
supporting data were collected through various interviews to digging up first-hand perspectives. 
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1. Human Security: Introduction and Overview 
Although, as being a substantial issue may have been existed since long time ago, as an academic concept, human 
security is relatively new. This clearly began being popularized in the 1990s in line with the spreading of democracy 
world-wide. That was a turning point of concern dealing with the security issue. Before that time, the state was a 
dominating concept of the security reference. That was not surprising, having the fact that, among others, the world 
political constellation was dominated by the Cold War which put the state in a central position to many issues, 
including security. As such, the national security got politically more attention and dominated the discourse of 
traditional security. However, since that time, there has been contesting concepts that concerned more with 
individual to be a new security reference – as then, being popularly known as human security.  
This paper deals more with the latter concept, but with different angle. It wants to discuss about the role of a 
traditional Islamic boarding school, namely pesantren, in protecting people. The main reason for that is the fact that 
the discussion on human security provider has so far been dominated by the central role of the state with its derived 
institutions. So far, the discussion about non-state human security providers, indeed, generally refers to modern 
institution, such as non-government organizations (NGOs). Little attention has been paid to any other alternatives of 
non-state human security providers, particularly, the traditional one.  
There are at least two significant reasons to explore for the contribution of pesantren to protect people. First, 
considering that human security has become a public concern world-wide, it is important to open up any potential 
agencies that have commitments on human security. In this sense, I argue, the pesantren, undoubtedly, is one of the 
agencies that has a great concern with it. The second reason is more related to religio-ideological issue. As known, 
religion has recently become a global issue. As Acharya vividly said, “religion now dominates the discourse of 
identity politics in a way that challenges the long-accepted beliefs about secularization of world’s politics”.i This 
phenomenon was incited by the 2001/9/11 accident in which it has made religion to be one of global identity 
politics. In this respect, religion has become a new basis of global identity politics that allows people to define 
‘otherness’. At the empirical level, one example of it is the statement of the President of National Association of 
Evangelical in the USA, Rev. Ted Haggard, who said as follows: 
The Christian God encourages freedom, love, forgiveness, prosperity and health. The Muslim God appears to 
value opposite. The personalities of each God are evident in cultures, civilization and disposition of the people 
who serve them. Muhammad’s central mission is submission, Jesus’ central message was love. They seem to be 
very different in personalities.ii 
The statement clearly reflects a view that put a label on Islam as something incompatible with human security. 
By differentiating ‘submission’ from ‘love’, he implicitly wants to say that Islamic teachings basically have ‘no 
love’. As a consequence, Islam has, thus, no commitment to any human security issues. Through this paper, I argue 
that the view is too sweeping, pejorative and even misleading. However, such outlook that encourages to label 
‘otherness’ in global society may potentially continue to exist considering the fact of the existence of the claimed 
religious-based ideology, such as Al-Qaeda and, recently, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syams (ISIS). Having 
considered all those, it is important, therefore, to explore one of Islam’s dimensions, such as the pesantren, to make 
a balance view of religion, particularly those that are related to Islam in the global discourse. 
Discussion about the issue of human security has been centered at around three main issues involving security 
“From what?”, “For whom?”, and “By what means?”iii. The first issue refers to what are the actual threats to human 
security. In this sense, there are two competing concepts that dominate the global discourse. The first concept is 
concerned more with the issue of “freedom from fear” which then known as the narrow definition of seeing human 
security as “freedom from pervasive right, safety and lives”.iv This definition is shared, among others, by Canada. 
Because of this, the Canadian government’s projects then focus on protection of civilians, peace support operation, 
public safety, good governance and conflict prevention. The other concept is “freedom from want” which then 
known as the broad definition of human security. Its scope is as follows: 
It includes human rights, good governance, access to education and health care, and ensuring that each individual 
has opportunities and choices to fulfill his or her potentials...Freedom from want, freedom from fear, and 
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freedom from future generations to inherit a healthy natural environment – these are interrelated building block 
of human – and, therefore, national security.v 
This concept is mainly shared by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and several middle 
global economic powers, such as Japan. Although being different in definition, the two competing concepts should 
not necessarily be perceived to be incompatible each other. This essentially reflects that human security is basically 
an inter-disciplinary subject involving many dimensions.  
Yet, in the case of Southeast Asia region, including Indonesia, the issue of ‘security from what’ is more striking 
than ‘security for whom’, particularly, in remote areas. This does not mean that there is no threat from any predatory 
state. In fact, when Indonesia was previously under the authoritarian regime for almost 40 years since the end of 
1950s, “freedom from fear” existed but it was more at the urban community’s concern; while, in rural areas, where 
majority of the people were struggling for the fulfillment of their daily basic needs, “freedom from want” was more 
crucial for the people. This paper intends to explore the role of the pesantren in securing people from the threat of 
“fear from want”. Related to the second central issue, i.e. “the security for whom”, the pesantren undoubtedly sees 
people as the security referent. Meanwhile, concerning with the third central question “by what means”, it will be 
elaborated more detail below, particularly, dealing with how local wisdoms have been inspiring the traditional 
institution in protecting common people. 
2. Al-Qodiri: A Modernized Traditional Pesantren 
The history of Al-Qodiri pesantren is dated back to the time when KH. Achmad Muzakki Syah came back to his 
own village, Gebang Poreng of Jember, in 1973 from his spiritual journey to Madura Island. After staying in his 
village for some time, he observed his surrounding communities were relatively unchanged. In terms of spirituality, 
they remained generally unreligious; some even embraced a syncretism Javanese belief. All of these were seemed to 
be related to the intensity of crime in the area. All these then motivated KH. Muzakki Syah to establish a musala 
(smaller room for praying) for educating people, particularly, children. The lessons comprised of pengajian 
(studying) for the holy Qur’an and other Islamic teachings.  
As the number of people who wanted to learn Islam increased, he then wanted to establish a pesantren. His desire 
was finally materialized after his meeting with H. Djaelani, his previous soul-mate friend when he studied at the Al-
Fatah pesantren of Jember. Starting with 5000 m2 area of land in Gebang Poreng village, the pesantren was then 
found in 1976 with the total number of only nine santris (students).vi Like pesantren in general, Al-Qodiri initially 
departed from the salaf (traditional) education in which the students merely learned and discussed the kitab kuning 
(yellow book, the most referred Islamic book) materials. But, the Al-Qodiri pesantren also developed a majelis 
(assembly) for dzikir (praising the God), namely, the majelis dzikir. This religious practice has been held regularly 
every 35 days. In line with its steady good performance of organizing religious practices, the Al-Qodiri ultimately 
gained enormous public trust. Only within less than a decade, precisely in 1985, the total number of the Al-Qodiri’s 
santris (student) was considerably increasing up to 900.vii 
In the 1990s the Al-Qodiri entered a new phase of its development. While maintaining its traditional feature in its 
education, it also started adopting a modern educational model with a modern managerial system. Since then, Al-
Qodiri has opened various modern-based educational institutions, starting from elementary school up to university 
level. Besides having Madrasah Ibtidaiah (elementary school), Madrasah Sanawiah (junior high school) and 
Madrasah Aliah (senior high school), it also found two colleges, namely Sekolah Tinggi Agama Islam Al-Qodiri (Al-
Qodiri Islamic College) and Akademi Kebidanan Al-Qodiri (Al-Qodiri Midwifery College). In terms of curricula, 
compared to other pesantrens, Al-Qodiri is more accommodative to any modern teaching subjects. Of 100 percent of 
its curricula, 90 percent represents general subjects, while only 10 percent stands for the exclusively Islamic 
subjects.viii Concerning with the public worry of moral erosion in its students due to the introduction of the general 
teaching subjects, Al-Qodiri is seemed to have anticipated it by managing the formal (modern) and diniah (salaf / 
traditional) under a concurrent system. In this sense, the formal schools operate in the morning until 13.30, while the 
diniah (traditional) one takes time in the afternoon until night. Additionally, some modern extra-curricular programs 
are also being adopted, even at the diniah (traditional) classes, such as, the formation of the students’ English club 
and a marching drum-band. All the efforts are seemed to be paid off as the number of the students has increased 
from time to time. Until 2014, the total number of its students has reached about 6,000.ix 
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Surprisingly, although the Al-Qodiri pesantren has modernized its institutions, it is successful in maintaining its 
traditional spirit, particularly, its religious-based local wisdoms. One of the examples is related to how it manages 
some human security issues where the pesantren has several projects to enlighten, educate and empower people. 
Even though all these involve financials, it would be misleading to see it as a merely rational, reciprocal, 
transactional business. The pesantren’s strong commitment is to secure people, instead of mainly relies on its strong 
conviction to Islamic religious values. In other words, all actions it has taken are, indeed, the manifestation of 
Islamic religious teachings basic values rather than simply based on a rational economic calculation. For this, kiai 
Muzakki Syah said convincingly as below: 
 
All I [the pesantren] have done is basically based on one keyword: “love”. This certainly refers to my 
religious principle that is Islam. The religion is basically rahmatin lil aalamin (bring kindness to the 
world involving both human and non-human environments). My love to the people is, thus, a part of 
the manifestation of my submission to my God. Challenges are, of course, always present, but I am 
always optimistic that the God will show the way...x 
 
This vivid view ruptures the pejorative assumption about Islam. In particular, it is a strong stance in arguing 
against Rev. Ted Haggard’s statement cited above where he claimed that Islam had no ‘love’, in spite of stressing 
‘submision’ in its religious mission. Kiai Muzakki Syah’ assertion above totally disagrees with it. For the kiai, the 
two concepts, ‘love’ and ‘submission’, are related each other. It means that submission to God manifests in ‘loving 
people’, while, at the same time, ‘loving people’ is also a reflection of the submission to God. In religious practices, 
the two elements thus cannot be separated. 
One of the examples of the kiai’s commitments to the human security issue materialized on the pesantren’s 
mission is to provide education for ordinary people with relatively affordable school fees. For that, the pesantren 
certainly needs money as regular budget to run its various educational institutions. For managing one of the blocks 
of boarding school alone, for example, it needs about 21 million rupiahs per month. Yet, as will be elaborated below, 
in terms of financial sources, the pesantren, interestingly, does not merely rely on the student’s fees. To be sure, 
although the students must pay the tuitions fees and living cost on their own, all the fees are relatively reasonable for 
them. They are, in fact, much lower than fees at public schools in general. For the public senior high school, the 
monthly fees roughly up to 275,000 rupiahs (US$ 25); while in Al-Qodiri, the fees are only 100,000 rupiahs (US$10) 
for modern schools, and 50,000 rupiahs (US$ 5) for the traditional ones.xi Overall, the fees are, thus, only less than a 
half of fees for public schools. These cheap and affordable fees may be one of the appealing factors for students, 
particularly, for the poor ones to study there. Until 2014, the total number of its santris (students) is 6,000.xii 
Another noticeable commitment for protecting people can also chiefly be seen on the pesantren’s concern on the 
empowerment of needy people. In 2014, of the total students, there have been at least 800 poor students who are 
being facilitated to access education without paying at all. xiii  Their living costs are also being covered by the 
pesantren. In return, through a special selection, they are being ‘employed’ to run various activities within the 
pesantren’s units. If, among them, there are persons who have good academic performances or management abilities 
with good commitments, they will be offered to be promoted – either to be a teacher or a person in charge on any 
management tasks. After accepted, the pesantren will provide them a number of facilities, such as scholarships, costs 
of living, houses, fair salaries and even financial aids for their wedding parties. So far, there have been 400 persons 
recruited for the tasks.xiv 
The other example of the pesantren’s social commitment to secure people can also be seen in its action to take 
care of widows and elder women who have no family. There were some groups of them who have no money to 
support their own lives came to the kiai and ask for caring them. Their general reason of doing this was that they 
wanted to perform religious services for their rests of lives in anticipating the hereafter. As for some widows, 
particularly the relatively young ones, they were being accommodated into some families within the pesantren; 
while for all elder women, the pesantren provided a special compound of boarding houses and covered all their daily 
needs. In 2014, the total number of these groups who have been covered by the pesantren is estimated more than 
200.xv Thus, the pesantren now financially supports more than one thousand poor and incapable people. All these, 
once again, show the real commitment of the pesantren, especially kiai Muzakki Syah as the leader, to empower and 
protect the vulnerable people. 
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Having considered all the pesantren’s real commitments to human security above, one main question is how the 
pesantren earns money to cover all of its social missions? Interestingly, the Al-Qodiri pesantren is completely self-
financed and independent from any other agencies, including from the state. One of its financial sources comes from 
communal contribution. There some possible explanations for this. The first is the fact that KH. Muzakki Syah is 
well known to be a charismatic person who cares for people. The second is the high public trust to the pesantren due 
to the fact that the pesantren has easily shown empirical evidences of its various social missions of empowering and 
protecting people. Interestingly, in finding alternative financial resources, this pesantren is even much more creative 
and resourceful in revenue generating. Other than maximizing its land asset for rice planting, the pesantren has 
several businesses, such as travel agent and tour for hajj pilgrimage to Mecca and a relatively large gas station. 
Having all these, it is not surprising that the Al-Qodiri pesantren is able to pay for its social projects by its own 
generating revenues. 
3. Concluding Remarks 
From the elaboration above, some concluding notes can be raised here. The first is at the empirical level. Related 
to the relation between religion and global identity politics, I argue that the statement of the President of National 
Association of Evangelical in the USA cited above is wrong and misleading. In religious practices, ‘submission’ and 
‘love’ should not necessarily be put in contrast. My research on the pesantren suggested that the two elements may 
be compatible each other, and ‘loving other people ’is, in fact, a part of the manifestations of the submission of the 
pesantren community (the kiai and his followers) to their God. In this sense, loving people based on the submission 
to the God has even made their social commitment stronger because what they do really comes from their innermost 
parts with all souls.  
The second is at the conceptual level – in particular, concerning with human security with religious-based local 
wisdom. The Islamic local wisdom empirically protecting people has been used by pesantrens much earlier before 
the modern concept of human security emerged. As shown, the pesantren has done it comfortably without being 
trapped in the issue of security ‘from what’ and ‘for whom’. Actually, the pesantren protects people without being 
bothered with some political issues, such as legitimacy and hidden motives of any actors. Their mission to protect 
people is mainly driven by some motives. Other than humanitarian motive, the pesantren also does it primarily 
because of being encouraged by religious motive. Considering all these elaborations, it would not be exaggerated, 
therefore, to advocate a new area of research, i.e. the linkage between human’s securities with any existing local 
wisdoms. If Weber in his seminal book used the title of ‘Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’xvi to show the 
significant relation between religion and the economic and social lives, then, based on my research, I may suggest a 
heading of ‘Islamic Ethic and the Spirit of Securing Human Beings’ to underline a positive correlation between 
Islamic religious beliefs and human security. 
Bearing all the arguments in mind, it would be likely that traditional concept or good practices of human security 
which are based on local wisdoms should not be underrated. Conceptually, it can be argued, therefore, that it would 
be good for us to consider such kind of any ‘traditional’ human security concepts as a new perspective to 
comprehend human security in global discourse to add to the ‘modern’ ones – either in ‘narrow’ or ‘broad’ concepts. 
If so, further research focussing on other traditional institutions, such as local ethnic and tradition, may be needed to 
find any inspiring good practices of human security. One main reason for that is the fact that there are many 
traditional institutions existing in various communities and they may have their own institutionalized practices in 
securing any aspect of human security. 
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